
Asheville Civil Service Board  
September 7, 2012   8am  
Sixth Floor City Hall  
 

Present Board: Larry Harris, Chair; Marv Rosen; Jacquelyn Hallum; and Alan Coxie.  
Staff:  Kelley Dickens and Adam Diaz 
Guests:  Fire Chief Scott Burnette 

 
I.   Welcome 
Larry Harris calls meeting to order at 8:10 am. 
 
II. Approval of August Minutes 
Alan Coxie made a motion to approve the August minutes.  Marv Rosen seconded the motion.  The motion was carried 
unanimously. 
 
III.  445 Biltmore Avenue Final Report 
Larry Harris gives the floor to Chief Burnette to present the 445 Biltmore Avenue Final Report. 
The Asheville Fire Department produced a 500+ page report internally over the last year.  This report is available on the 
City website. 

 The AFD organized a Post Incident Analysis Team comprised of 60 fire employees who volunteered for the team.   

 The team identified 17 different focus areas. 
 
There were multiple external investigations and reports including: 

 A coordinated arson investigation which is still active.  This investigation is a partnership between the member 
organizations of the Asheville Buncombe Arson Task Force including the District Attorney’s Office, State Bureau 
of Investigation, Buncombe County Sheriff’s Department, Asheville Police Department, Asheville Fire Department, 
Buncombe County Fire Marshall Office and ATF.  New leads are still being investigated.  There is a $25,000 
reward for information.  The Asheville Police Chief continues to make this a top priority for his department. 

 NC Department of Labor Workplace Fatality Investigation Division started their investigation a week after the 2011 
fire.  A NC DOL team spent a week onsite as part of their six month investigation.  They reduced the results of 
their investigation in January 2012.  They issued no citations, violations or fines, but did issue 3 
recommendations.  

 AFD asked NIOSH to assist the City with their Firefighter Fatality Investigation Program.  NIOSH spent a week 
onsite about three weeks after the fire.  NIOSH recently released their report which includes 9 recommendations.   

 The AFD internal report indentifies 160 recommendations. 
 
Contributing factors to the fire and Captain Bowman’s death were identified as: 

 First and foremost, this was an intentionally set fire in the most difficult to reach area of the building and during its 
most occupied time. 

 AFD believes the stand pipe system was compromised by the arsonist although no legally supporting evidence 
was uncovered.  The stand pipe is installed plumbing in tall buildings providing firefighters water access on each 
floor. 

 The building was not protected by an automatic sprinkler system.  Firefighters will encounter a much more 
advanced fire in a tall building with no sprinkler system.  The current plans to remodel 445 Biltmore include 
installation of a sprinkler system.   

o Marv asked about Asheville’s building code now in terms of sprinkler systems as a requirement. 

o In 1984, when 445 Biltmore was constructed, sprinkler systems were not required.  Sprinkler systems 

are required now for buildings taller than 75 feet or greater than 200,000 square feet in size.  There are 

also requirements based on different occupancy classifications. 

 Extreme weather conditions were present on July 28, 2011.  The temperature outside was 90 degrees and the 

heat index was even higher.  The building was about 68 degrees at the time of the fire.  Heat and smoke 

normally rise.  When there is an extreme weather condition outside and the building is cool, the temperature 

differential causes the fire behavior to reverse.  Heat and smoke went down in a phenomenon called Reverse 

Stack Effect.  The firefighters encountered a stairwell completely charged with smoke.   

o Alan Coxie asked if there is any consideration for submitting to the State Building Code a 

recommendation for pressurized stairwells to avoid Reverse Stack Effect. 



o Chief Burnette said there has been testing by the National Institute of Standards and Testing (NIST) in 

part due to the 445 Biltmore fire.  The NIST testing will be reviewed by the ICC to determine if and how 

pressurization can be incorporated. 

 The stand pipe did not provide adequate water.  The conditions experienced on July 28 were reproduced during 

testing by all but closing the valve.   

 AFD’s incident command span of control was not optimal.  The incident command structure had one incident 

commander and multiple units reporting back to that one commander.  This allowed that commander to be 

saturated with tasks.   

The three areas of improvement identified in the internal AFD, NC DOL and NIOSH reports are training, span of control 

and deployment strategy. 

 Training - Three trainings identified by all reports were Rapid Intervention, SCBA Emergencies and Incident 

Command training.   

o AFD began Rapid Intervention Training in late fall 2011 for the entire department.  AFD is one of the first 

Fire Departments in NC to have the entire department certified in Rapid Intervention.  This is a 

continuous annual training. 

o AFD also placed all employees through SCBA Emergencies Training to reinforce which procedures need 

to be followed when firefighters have emergencies with the SCBA.  This training has been completed 

and is an annual training. 

o Incident Command Training began in fall 2011.  Chief Officers meet every other week.  The first part of 

this meeting is a 20-30 minute drill with a live scenario of a complex incident.  Everyone at this meeting 

is engaged.  Company Officers have also been included.  

o John Norman is recognized nationally as an industry leader in Incident Command Training.  John will 

spend a weekend next month with AFD to continue the Incident Command Training. 

 Span of Control 

o Chief Burnette describes AFD’s usual incident command structure on an emergency scene. 

 There is one Incident Commander and depending on scenario they may have one Operations 

Officer and one Safety Officer.   

 Each company on scene would report directly to the Incident Commander. 

 On complex emergencies, like 445 Biltmore, this structure allows the Incident Commander to 

become saturated with tasks needing to be accomplished and information flowing in. 

o The structure AFD is moving to uses fewer group leaders.   

 Similar assignments are grouped into functions and given one group leader  

 The group leaders report back to the Incident Commander. 

 On a fire like 445 Biltmore the new structure would reduce the number of leaders reporting to 

the Incident Commander from 10 to 4. 

 The utilization of a Chief’s Aid was a recommendation by NIOSH and the internal AFD report.  

This position will assist the Incident Commander to process, report and disseminate emergency 

information. 

 Deployment Strategy  

o The number of firefighters and operational companies on scene was not identified as a problem. 

o The organization of personnel did not provide enough support for the firefighters on scene. 

o AFD has 17 operational companies.  Station 1 has 3 companies.  All others have either 1 or 2 companies. 

o Each company consists of a company officer and 2-3 firefighters. 

o Currently AFD has the 17 companies, 3 supervisors and 1 support person available to respond to 

emergencies 



o Station 10 in West Asheville has two companies with 6 total personnel.  Station 10 will become a 1 

company Quint with 4 personnel.  This will free 2 personnel to give additional support on scene. 

o Marv Rosen asked about the City’s response to regulatory requirements of 4 person companies and if 

the City met those requirements the day of July 28, 2011. 

 Chief Burnette explained for the board the legal requirements set by OSHA.  The standard is 

referred to as the two in two out respiratory standard.  Any time employees are working in an 

environment immediately dangerous to life and health and require the use of a respiratory 

device, such as a structure fire, there must be a minimal of 2 firefighters working together 

inside.  In addition, 2 firefighters must be outside structure ready to save those working inside.  

Two in and 2 out is not optimal, but is the minimum. 

 NC OSHA analyzed and determined AFD did meet all OSHA requirements. 

 About eight personnel were on scene before the first firefighters entered the building. 

o Marv Rosen asked if AFD had adequate staffing. 

 AFD, like every department in the City, can improve outcomes with more resources.   AFD is a 

very high performing Fire Department.  Their performance and outcomes are considerably 

higher when benchmarked with other departments in North Carolina and the country.   Yes, AFD 

has adequate staffing, but they also need more. 

 AFD has made significant improvements in meeting the best practice of 4 personnel on every 

apparatus.   

 In 2006 AFD had one 4 person company. 

 In 2012 half are 4 person companies. 

o Alan Coxie asked what the best practice recommendation says for Quint company personnel. 

 1710 says four.  The ISO says 6.   

o Alan Coxie asked if it is standard practice within the industry to have 5 on a ladder truck. 

 Chief Burnette responded saying it is the exception rather than the norm.   

o Alan Coxie asked if Asheville is on the upper end of benchmarks in regards to fire incidents and 

responding. 

 Asheville has a population of 83,000.  AFD answers 15,000 911 emergency calls.  

 Other communities with populations of around 83,000 average 7,000-8,000 incident responses. 

 50,000 people drive into Asheville for work.  Day time population increases by 60% just from 

employment.  Tourists add to that number. 

 It is estimated 150,000-200,000 people are in Asheville during working hours.  National 

benchmarks show Fire Departments do not respond to 7,000 calls until that reach populations 

around 150,000. 

o Alan Coxie asked Chief if he will be requesting more personnel from City Council to work towards 5 

person companies. 

 AFD has a long range plan to have all companies a minimum of 4 personnel.  This has been 

shared with the Public Safety Committee and City Council, which have been supportive of AFD’s 

long range plans.    

o Chief Burnette explains the number of companies is adequate. The main concern with deployment is 

support personnel. 

 AFD will now have 4 supervisors and 3 support personnel available. 

 

 

Marv Rosen asked two questions.  



 Did the firefighters do anything that contributed to Captain Bowen’s death? 

o The answer is no.  AFD, OSHA and NIOSH identified no actions, or inactions, that contributed to Captain 

Bowen’s death.   Chief Burnette said AFD did make mistakes, could have performed better, and has 

room for improvement.  None of those were contributing factors.  An intentionally set fire in a remote 

area of a building with no sprinkler system contributed to Captain Bowen’s death.    

 Why was the flat command structure still in place when other departments use a structure comparable to the 

new AFD incident command structure? 

o Chief Burnette has worked to increase companies to 4 persons.  New personnel and 10 administrative 

positions have been added to emergency response to impact firefighter safety.   

o NIST recently released a study that validates a NFPA 1710 recommendation.  A 3 person company 

increases the number of firefighter injuries, stress, and time to get their work done.  Firefighter safety is 

most enhanced by a 4 person company.   

o Chief Burnette takes responsibility for the command structure due to focusing on the 4 person 

companies.   

Marv Rosen asked about the 10 administrative positions that were moved to emergency response.  What has AFD done 

to refresh their skills and experience? 

 Those 10 positions were not personnel.  They were FTEs.  As positions were vacant the FTE was moved.   

Alan Coxie commented on training for AFD to expand the dynamic thinking of the firefighters.  From reports he read 

Alan believes the firefighters on July 28, 2011 should have changed strategies regarding the stand pipe sooner. 

 Chief Burnette is very proud of the firefighters’ dynamic and out of the box thinking.  He explains the series of 

events regarding the stand pipe at 445 Biltmore. 

o AFD rapidly performed what best practices instruct when a charged FDC doesn’t provide adequate 

water for firefighters on the other end of a stand pipe. 

 AFD made sure the FDC was charged correctly. 

 AFD charged the neighboring FDC in case they were mislabeled. 

 AFD ran over 400 feet of hose to the first floor to bypass  the FDC and hook into the 1st floor 

stand pipe valve with an reverse adapter 

 AFD set up their platform to use as a static stand pipe  

o The Incident commander decided to switch to a defensive strategy.   

o When the Incident Commander was transitioning to the defensive strategy he was informed that they 

were able to get water on the fire. 

o Changing of strategy was constant during the 445 Biltmore fire. 

 

 Alan Coxie asked if there was a valve for the stand pipe system that was above a drop ceiling. 

o Yes.  Chief Burnette believes that is the valve the arsonist closed. 

 Alan Coxie asked about the distance from the exterior Engine 1 side to the interior stairwell?   

o The distance was a little over 400 feet. 

Marv Rosen commented that it seems like the arsonist may be a firefighter or is familiar with firefighting. 

 Chief Burnette said there is no evidence suggesting this person has firefighting experience, but it is a possibility. 

Larry Harris asked if investigators have leads on this case. 

 Investigators are still following leads 



Alan Coxie asked if Chief Burnette would be willing to return after Alan reads the official report 

 Chief Burnette would be glad to come back 

 

The Civil Service Board thanked Chief Burnette for sharing the 445 Biltmore Final Report. 

 

IV. Adjourn 

Larry Harris adjourned meeting at 9:10 am 
 


